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New Rice Feeds Over 500 MilEion 
Washington, D.C. -High yielding varieties of rice feed half a billion people mostly in Asia, 
many more than estimated earlier, according to an American husband-and-wife research team 
who have been re-assessing the impact of rice production increases on people’s lives. 
“Agricultural demographers have been using a figure of 500 million as the number of 
people fed by the rice and wheat technologies, jointly. But that combined figure is far too 
conservative,” say Robert H. Huke, professor of agricultural geography at Dartmouth University, 
and his wife Eleanor. 
“Just over two decades following the introduction of modern varieties, the rice areas of 11 
‘green revolution’ countries showed a mean yield increase of 63 per cent, while increases for the 
rest of the world measured only 17 per cent,” say the Hukes. This translates to an increased 
production of 114 millions tons of rice in the 11 key countries, enough to feed more than 500 million 
people at the present rice consumption level in Asia. 
Placing the Hukes’ assessment in perspective, Klaus Lampe, director general of the 
International Rice Research Institute (IRRI), one of 13 institutes currently supported by the 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), draws attention to the fact 
that “by the year 2020 the earth will have 8 billion people of whom 4.3 billion will be rice 
consumers.” 
To maintain current nutritional levels with such and an increased population, “the world’s 
rice production must rise from today’s 470 milJion tons to 760 million tons.” 
Faced with this challenge, IRRI has initiated three new research programs which attempt 
to adapt the “green revolution” to less favored areas that have been thus far overlooked. This will 
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benefit the large number of rice producers in developing countries who cultivate rice without 
irrigation, and whose livelihoods depend1 on unpredictable rains. 
One new program focuses on adaptive breeding-bringing together the hardiness of 
traditional varieties with the productivity of the modern varieties. The second attempts to apply 
recent breakthroughs in genetic engineering to rice. The third aims at testing and promoting 
biological alternatives to chemical fertilizers and pesticides. 
The additional rice needed must be grown on less land, as urban centers sprawl on to prime 
rice fields, Lampe says. ‘The trend of resource-poor farmers and rural landless being forced to 
clear and till highly erodible and marginal land must be reversed. The soil’s health must be 
sustained and the environment protected-while productivity increases.” 
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